Assassinations committee trying 
to show it’s ready to get to work 


By Aaron Epstein 
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WASHINGTON — An empty chair 
enabled members of the House Se- 
lect Committee on Assassinations and 
their stubborn chief counsel, Richard 
Sprague, to start trying yesterday to 
convince a skeptical Congress that 
their bickering will end and that the 
job of investigating the murders of 
President John F. Kennedy and Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. will begin. 

The empty seat belonged to their 
committee chairman, Henry B. Gon- 
zalez (D., Tex.). Last week, Gonzalez, 
calling Sprague an “unconscionable 
scoundrel/’ submitted his resigna- 
tion, but he continued to hammer 
away at Sprague from his home in 
San Antonio. 

House Speaker Thomas p. (Tip) 
O’Neill Jr. (D., Mass.) has indicated 
that he will accept Gonzalez’ resigna- 
tion, and acting Chairman Richard- 
son Preyer (D., N. C.) expressed the 
hope that a new committee leader 
c'ould somehow right what many con- 


gressmen are calling a “sinking 
ship.” 

Many in Congress believe that, in 
order to keep the investigation going, 
Sprague must uncover some new evi- 
dence by March 31, when the House 
must decide whether to continue the 
committee’s authorization. 

Sprague told the committee hearing 
yesterday, “If you ask me what can 
be done (by March 31), the answer is 
not much.” He added that he would 
not try to save the investigations by 
announcing that he had “a chance, 
to come up with a smoking gun” or by 
“making a big jump at something 
dramatic to catch the eye of the 
American people.” 

Nevertheless, Sprague, a former 
Philadelphia first assistant district 
attorney, told the committee that he 
still thought that he and his staff 
could survive, their public credibility 
intact, to make a thorough investiga- 
tion of the two assassinations. 

“This committee and this staff, ex- 
cept for one person (Gonzalez), has 


been marching in step,” Sprague 
said at the first of a series of public 
hearings this week. “I don’t think 
one person out of step ought to de- 
stroy the work of everyone else.” 

The dialogue between Sprague and 
the committee members was friendly 
and businesslike as the chief counsel 
reported that the investigation of the 
assassinations was “in limbo” be- 
cause of budget cuts. 

Long-distance phone calls have 
been cut off, envelopes and station- 
ery have been taken away, subpoena 
forms are unavailable and most of 
his staff members have agreed to 
pay cuts that now amount to almost 
40 percent, Sprague said. 

The committee, uncertain how . 
much it could lawfully accomplish 
without an authorized chairman, set 
up one task force to put together a 
new budget and another to see Attor- 
ney 1 General Griffin B. Bell about 
getting access to FBI documents on 
the Kennedy and King assassinations. 

(See ASSASSINATIONS on 2-A) 
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ASSASSINATIONS, From 1-A 

Sprague had comolained that the 
committee had 1 not sent the FBI a 
letter authorizing such access for 
Sprague and his staff. 

Committee members expressed 
gratitude to Sprague for staying 
within a sharply curtailed budget of 
$84,337 ■ a month for the first two 
months of 1977. That will help “make 
a case to Congress that we ought to 
be reconstituted,” Preyer remarked.. 

Committee member Charles Thone 
(R*» Neb.), characterizing the'Gonza- 
lez-Sprague feud as “a three-ring cir- 
cus, a Keystone Kops adventure,” 
asked Sprague whether he thought 
his credibility with the American 
people had been destroyed. 

The chief counsel said he thought 
that “the public believes therp exist' 
an attempt to block the investigation 
of these two murders” and that his 
and his stag’s credibility had not 
been destroyed. 

From San Antonio Sunday, Gonda- 
lez had declared that powerful forces 
— including the “criminal element,” 
business interests and the Kennedy 


family — were trying to scuttle the 
Kennedy investigation: 

Preyer disputed ‘ that, saying he 
knew of “no sinister forces at 
work.” Rather, he said, the commit- 
tee’s deep problems were mundane 
ones, such as designing a prudent 
budget. Thone called Gonzalez’ 
charges “ridiculous . . . unfair . . . 
untrue.” 

To counter some of the criticism 
from civil liberartians, the commit- 


tee adopted procedural rules yester- 
day to protect witnesses— including 
prohibitions against telephone record- 1 
mgs., lie detector tests and voice 
analysis techniques without consent. 

Unless a lot of congressional minds 
are changed between now and March j 
31, however, the rules will have to be 
filed away, unused. > 

The odds that the investigations 
will survive, Preyer acknowledged, 
are “minimal.” 



